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Women’s Rights Issues a Hundred Years Apart 
Is it true that history repeats itself? Towards the end of the nineteenth century, women 
began to raise their voices to argue for their rights as well as raise awareness to their roles in 
society. In the first decades of the twentieth century, Hoda Sha‘rawi and Malak Hifni Nasif were 
strong advocates for women’s emancipation.  Scholars have noted that both were feminists who 
worked towards the same goals but represented two different trends, or had two different 
approaches in expressing their feminist agendas.  Sha‘rawi adopted a western oriented approach 
which was guided by the western model of women’s emancipation, while Nasif adopted an 
Islamic oriented approach which called for women’s rights from within an Islamic framework.  
The 1919 Revolution, witnessed the participation of women, with Hoda Sha‘arwi playing a 
leading role. Sha‘rawi was a member of the Wafd party and was active in the women’s 
committee of the Wafd which sought to ensure women’s presence in the process of writing a new 
constitution and the building of the new modern nation. In 1923, Sha‘rawi established the 
Egyptian Feminist Union in response to, as some have suggested, the Wafd’s  exclusion of 
women and its refusal to respond to demands to grant women suffrage. In other words, women 
were excluded from the political process despite their participation in the revolution and the 
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national struggle and decided that they needed to organize as women to insist on their rights. 
Now, in the twenty first century and following the 25th of January revolution, Egypt is going 
through a similar transitional phase, with noted similarities and differences. The position of 
women in society has changed significantly over the past 100 years as women are now firmly 
integrated in public life.  Nevertheless, women activists are still struggling against discrimination 
and exclusion.   Also, feminists are still struggling with two basic questions.  The first is about 
deciding on the most appropriate approach to argue for women’s rights, i.e. from within an 
Islamic frame or with reference to international conventions on rights of women. Some feminists 
have as their reference point western ideologies such as Nawal Saadawi while others such as 
Omaima Abou-bakr position themselves within an Islamic frame. The second is how to position 
women’s demands vis a vis national demands. Women in the 25th of January Revolution played a 
crucial role but are discovering that they are consistently marginalized and excluded from 
consultations and public debates. A coalition of Egyptian Feminists organizations was 
established to challenge the marginalization of women in the post-revolutionary phase. In this 
paper, I will attempt to draw a comparison between the two decisive historical moments in the 
history, the beginnings of the twentieth century and the beginnings of the twenty first century, 
focusing on how women framed their struggle for rights.  
There were and are two different voices of feminism in Egypt. One which had/has as its 
goal a tendency towards a western type of society and another that attempted/attempts to work in 
parallel lines with an Islamic discourse. Prominent feminist figures such as Malak Hifni Nasif 
and Huda Sha’rawi even though they worked towards the same goal, yet their approaches were 
different.  Both of them had as their primary focus reforms in education and marriage laws. Nasif 
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due to her background being raised in a middle class family who followed the cultural norms and 
were not affiliated with the west, fought for reforms that were not based on western ideas.  On 
the other hand, Sha‘rawi was raised in an upper class family that was highly influenced by 
French culture. Her parents focused more on French which resulted in Sha‘rawi struggling in her 
writings to express herself in Arabic and therefore meant that a secretary was responsible for 
translating Sha‘rawi’s work (Ahmed 178-179). Her weak Arabic capabilities also meant that she 
was more exposed to French work and culture (Ahmed 184). Nasif’s early death caused the 
feminist discourse to be more western oriented and highly influenced by Sha‘rawi’s ideas 
(Ahmed 175).  
The two feminist figures in the twenty first century that will be discussed below are 
Omaima Abou-bakr and Nawal Saadawi. Omaima Abou-bakr attempts to address women’s 
rights issues with reference to Islam. For example, in a talk given by Abou-bakr at the Second 
Annual Minaret of Freedom Institute, Abou-bakr called for equality between men and women. 
She points out that distinctions between men and women exist due to cultural notions that tend to 
discriminate against women. These cultural aspects are pre-Islamic and eventually became part 
of popular understanding and practicing of religion. She narrated three stories to emphasize that 
Islam grants women and men equal rights. The First story is a story of one of the Prophet’s 
wives, Umm Salama, when she was sitting with her maid in her room hearing the Prophet calling 
on everyone in the community to gather in the mosque for an announcement. Umm Salama was 
told by the maid, that the Prophet is of course only calling the men. This was, however, not true 
and Umm Salama responded by saying that she is part of the community. The second story again 
involved Umm Salama when she asked the Prophet for the reason why only men were praised in 
the hijra for their sacrifices and women were not (Abou-Bakr). The 195 verse of the third sura in 
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the Qur’an was revealed in response to Umm Salama’s misunderstanding. The sura reads as 
follows: 
“Bismillah ir-Rahman ir-Rahim 
And God has heard them and responded 
Verily, I suffer not the work of any worker of you, male or female, to be lost; 
You are one of another” 
The third incident is a story of a group of women approaching the Prophet complaining and 
asking him for the reason behind the Qur’an only referring to the Prophet’s wives and not all 
women (Abou-Bakr). This complaint was the cause of the revelation of verse 35 of the thirty-
third sura which reads as follows:   
“Verily, Muslim men and women believers, obedient men and women, truthful men and 
women, patient men and women, humble men and women, charitable men and women, 
fasting men and women, chaste men and women-those who mention and remember God, 
men and women, for all those God has prepared forgiveness and a great reward.” 
Abou-bakr’s thesis is that women in Islamic history have always stood up for their rights and that 
feminism is not an alien concept in Islam.  Her work demonstrates that it is possible to approach 
women’s emancipation from within and Islamic frame of reference. 
Nawal al Saadawi, is another example of an Egyptian feminist who contributed to the 
formation of feminist discourse in Egypt. Unlike Abou-bakr, Saadawi does not focus on religion 
but on the contrary blames religion for discrimination against women. She tackled controversial 
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topics such as female genital mutilation, family laws and prostitution. In her book, The Hidden 
Face of Eve, Nawal Saadawi argues that Islam continued the pre-Islamic patriarchic trends and 
did not change it. In her opinion, under Islam, marriage is a contract where the woman becomes 
the property of her husband. The woman is expected to obey her husband and the husband can 
divorce her anytime or marry more than one women. In Egypt, marriage laws have not changed 
dramatically since the early days of Islam. The changes in the personal status of women occurred 
due to socio-economic changes in Egypt but not due to law as law is heavily affected and 
constrained by religious forces (Saadawi).  In short, Saadawi argues for women’s rights from 
within a human rights frame of reference and rejects the inclusion of religion in debates. 
 The second issue that women in the early twentieth century as well as early twenty first 
century struggled with is how to position their demands within nationalist agendas. Should they 
focus their efforts on participating in the national movement or do they also organize separately 
as women to ensure that they are heard? Women participated significantly in the 1919 
Revolution. On the 16th of March, Egyptian women organized a major demonstration to show 
their support and to demonstrate against the exile of nationalist leaders and to fight against the 
British occupation and their violence towards peaceful protestors. Women participants numbered 
more than 300 women who wrote a letter to the people who represent Egypt’s foreign countries 
where they explained their grievances and their reasons for demonstrating (Elsadda 81). Women 
marched and called for liberation, independence and the ending of British occupation in Egypt. 
They approached Sa’d Zaghloul’s home which is referred to as Beit al-Umma where they were 
stopped by British forces who pointed guns at women’s faces. The British forces went out of the 
women’s way when they realized that women were not afraid. Their mistreatment in the 
demonstration made them write another letter. Hoda Sha‘rawi was one of the women who signed 
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the letter (Elsadda 88). The 20th of March witnessed another demonstration by women who 
carried banners saying: “We condemn the bloodshed of unarmed civilians, and demand total 
independence.” (Elsadda 90). This demonstration witnessed the death of several women. Women 
also participated hand in hand with men during other demonstration. Their role, however, did not 
only involve joining demonstrations and writing letters but continued through their boycott of 
Milner’s Committee as well as foreign goods and commodities. The Women’s Committee of the 
Wafd Party was created to organize women’s participation in the Revolution (Elsadda 90). After 
the revolution, women’s role was limited and the Wafd Party for example, did not accept to give 
women suffrage which led, as some have argued, to the establishment of the Egyptian Feminist 
Union headed by Huda Sha‘rawi (Ahmed 176). The Egyptian Feminist Union, worked on 
changing the marital law especially the marital age, restricting polygamy and divorce, 
broadening the period allowed for women to have custody over their children, protecting women 
from the law that allows men to force women to come to the house of obedience (beit al-ta’a) in 
addition to granting women more political rights such as the right to vote (Elsadda 99). At the 
turn of the twentieth century, women discovered that their participation in the national struggle 
did not guarantee their rights and that they had to organize and continue their struggle as women. 
How different or similar is the situation now, after the 25th of January revolution? Nawal 
al Saadawi was amongst the women who actively participated in the 25th of January Revolution 
and camped in Tahrir Square in Cairo day and night. She compared Mubarak to a husband where 
both were given enormous power in the Egyptian society. Power, she argues, can only be taken 
away with power. If the demonstrations in Egypt were a few hundreds, Mubarak would not have 
resigned. But because the revolution contained of 20 million protestors, the power of the people 
forced Mubarak to leave. Similarly, in households, women need to have power to gain their full 
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rights because no one in position of power will give it up by choice. In an interview, when 
Saadawi was asked on how she sees the protests will affect gender relations in Egypt, she says 
that the first step forward is economic independence. When women become economically 
independent, they will be able to divorce their husbands in case of bad treatment (Sussman). 
Women in the revolution, smuggled medicine and food supplies under their clothes, threw rocks 
hand in hand with men and were attacked and beaten like men (Hosea). Women and men 
participated equally and gender issues were not apparent in the revolution.   
Unfortunately, women got sidelined after the revolution. No women were included in the 
Council of Wise Men that was formed immediately after the revolution, but disappeared 
immediately.  More importantly, there were no women amongst the committee that was formed 
to suggest modifications for the constitution, despite the existence of renowned women legal 
experts. Egyptian feminists soon realized that their role in the revolt was not being recognized 
and that they had to organize. The Coalition of Egyptian Feminist Organizations was established 
to fight the marginalization of women in political life.  
On 10th of April 2011 at Imperial Boat in Zamalek , the Coalition of Egyptian Feminist 
Organizations held a press conference about “The role of women in building and formulating a 
civil and democratic state”. The press conference was an attempt by feminist organizations to 
make known publicly their positions and views regarding the political transition that was 
happening in Egypt after the 25th of January revolution.  The Coalition emphasized at the start 
that women are “an integral part of the national fabric” and that the building of a civil democratic 
state can only be achieved with the full participation of women. 
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The statement outlined previous actions taken by the Coalition. On February 16th, the 
Coalition issued its first statement in support of the revolution and role women played in the 
revolution.  They emphasized the necessity for creating a new political, social and economic 
order.  They also emphasized the necessity of the elimination of all forms of discrimination 
based on gender, class or religious belief as a condition for equal citizenship. On February 20th, 
the Coalition issued a second statement demanding the dissolution of the National Council for 
Women because it had lost its legitimacy with the fall of the old regime.  They asked for the 
formation of a civil presidential council that would form a temporary committee of women in 
consultation with feminist and civil society organizations.  This committee would then represent 
Egypt in Arab and international forums and contribute to national debates.  However,  a 
Women’s Commission headed by Faiza Aboul Naga, a minister in the new Cabinet was formed 
without consulting with feminist organizations.  The Coalition responded by sending a letter to 
the Commission demanding that it holds consultation meetings with feminist organizations to 
discuss the relationship with civil society organizations. After the formation of the new Cabinet 
headed by Dr. Essam Sharaf, the Coalition sent him an open letter dated 5th March 2011 
demanding that he takes into consideration the equal representation of youth and women in the 
new Cabinet. They also demanded that women have 30% representation in all official 
committees. The Coalition also raised concern about the counter-revolutionary forces that are 
trying to sabotage the revolution.  They cited the attacks on women protestors on 8th March 
which aimed at instilling fear in women to force them out of the streets. On 13th March, the 
Coalition issued a statement rejecting the proposed constitutional changes and demanded the 
formation of a presidential council of five prominent figures, one of them a woman, and also the 
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election of a council to write a new constitution, in which women would have 30% 
representation. 
On 10th April, at the press conference, the Coalition demanded the following: 
1-Real representation of women: The Coalition maintained that women contributed to national 
development and that they had the right to be represented properly in the writing of the 
constitution,  and in all national, regional and international bodies and committees. 
2-Women and Legislation: Women must contribute to the revision of all legislation that 
discriminate against women. 
3-Women and leadership positions: Women must be represented in leadership positions as many 
women are highly qualified to participate in the management of state affairs. 
4-Women in national bodies: The Coalition emphasized that women’s issues and feminist 
organizations have long suffered from the monopoly of the National Council for Women (NCW) 
over the representation of Egyptian women in official and international forums.  The Coalition 
pointed out that they had demanded the dissolution of the NCW but they were shocked when a 
Commission was formed without consultation with feminist organizations in Egypt.  The 
Coalition proposed the initiation of a national process that would support women’s rights in 
consultation with groups and various bodies. 
5-Women and media: The Coalition demanded that the state plays an active role in the creation 
of a culture that supports women’s rights.  
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To conclude, debates and issues surrounding the role of women in the twenty first century are 
significantly similar to the situation in the early twentieth century. In both moments, women 
have the same goal, namely to have more rights and representation in the public and private 
spheres. There still exist two different voices of feminism, two approaches to the way forward. In 
both centuries, women participated fully in the 25th revolution as the 1919 revolution.  In both 
cases, and as a result of their marginalization in the political process in the post-revolutionary 
phase, women decided to be organized in order to reach their aims through the Egyptian Feminist 
Union in 1923 and the Coalition of Egyptian Feminist Organizations in 2011. It seems that 
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